












Turning the Tide of Extinction
This is the fi rst in a series of “good news!” stories to be included in each issue of Ka Palapala Ho‘omaopopo.

On an isolated atoll in the middle of 
the Pacific Ocean, heroic American 
soldiers fought in 1942 to protect 
the lives of many.  Their efforts 
collectively known as the Battle of 
Midway are often referred to as the 
“turning point” of World War II in 
the Pacific.  Some 65 years later, 
Midway again is serving as the 
“turning point” in another battle, 
one to save the endangered Laysan 
duck (Anas laysanensis) from 
extinction.

The Laysan duck has earned the 
dubious title of the “Nation’s most 
endangered waterfowl species” 
because it has one of the most 
isolated and restricted ranges of 
any duck species in the world.  
Once believed to be endemic 
(found nowhere else in the world) 
to Laysan Island, recent subfossil 
evidence indicates that the species 
was probably found throughout the 
Hawaiian archipelago.

The Laysan duck was driven to near 
extinction in the 19th century and 
early 1900s by bird poachers, guano 
miners, and introduced rabbits that 
devastated the flora and fauna of 
Laysan Island.  The Laysan duck 
reached the brink of extinction with 
a population as low as 6 to 12 birds 
in 1911.

For years scientists have researched 
and discussed various options 
for saving the Laysan duck from 
extinction.  In October 2004, they 
took a significant step forward in 
the process by creating a second 
“insurance” population on Midway 
Atoll.  Midway was chosen as a 
reintroduction site because it lies 
within the presumed prehistoric 
range of the species, is free of rats 

and other predators, and provides the 
logistical feasibility for post-release 
monitoring of translocated ducks and 
for habitat restoration.

Twenty young healthy ducks were 
moved from their home on Laysan 
Island to Midway Atoll.  Another 
22 ducks were translocated to 
Midway in October 2005. 

Since their arrival on the atoll, the 
young ducks have flourished at their 
new home.  In their first year, the 
new arrivals began to successfully 
breed, surprising everyone involved 
with the project.  Biologists 
estimate that at least 90 percent of 
the 42 birds originally translocated 
still survive and are successfully 
breeding.  During the first 2 years,  
72 ducklings successfully fledged 
and 63 survive today.  So far in 
2007, more than 250 ducklings have 
hatched and at least 50-80 have 
already fledged.

Many hours of hard work went into 
preparing Midway for the ducks’ 
arrival and continued success.  Since 
2004, volunteers have spent almost 
20,000 hours removing nonnative 
ironwood trees and golden crown-
beard plants, followed by excavating 
12 shallow freshwater seeps.  In 
addition, two separate aviaries 
were constructed (Sand and Eastern 
Islands) and about 37,000 native 
bunchgrass and sedges have been 
planted to cover nesting habitat.

The project is a joint effort with the 
U.S. Geological Survey’s Pacific 
Island Ecosystem Research Center 
and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service.  Additional cooperators 
include the Wildfowl and Wetlands 
Trust from the United Kingdom, 
the State of Hawai‘i Division of 
Forestry and Wildlife, and numerous 
volunteers from both the public 
and private sectors, including 
the National Fish and Wildlife 
Foundation.
 

Laysan ducklings.  Photo Jimmy Breeden/USGS
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We will be addressing your issues during development of the draft 
Monument Management Plan.  Projected dates for your future
involvement follow:

Release of public review draft  February-March 2008
Public review and comment  March-April 2008
Public workshops   March-April 2008
Final Monument Management
   Plan released    July 2008
Dates are tentative and subject to change as the planning process 
progresses.

If you would like to be added to or removed from the Monument Management Plan mailing list, or if you prefer to 
receive future updates via electronic mail or hard copy, please contact FWS at (808) 792-9530 with your full name and 
address.  

Green sea turtle.  Photo ©James Watt

Planning Schedule

For more information about the Monument management planning process, please feel free to contact us:
'Aulani Wilhelm, NOAA Superintendent
6600 Kalaniana'ole Highway, Suite 300
Honolulu, HI  96825
(808) 397-2660
hawaiireef@noaa.gov

Susan White, FWS Superintendent
300 Ala Moana Blvd. Room 5-231
Box 50167
Honolulu, HI 96850
(808) 792-9480
PMNM_MMP_Comments@fws.gov

Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument
Box 50167
Honolulu, HI 96850

Dan A. Polhemus, State of Hawai'i
Dept. of Land & Natural Resources
1151 Punchbowl Street, Room 330
Honolulu, HI 96813
(808) 598-0110
Dan.A.Polhenus@hawaii.gov




